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1997: An Overview for former members and current friends of 
our group 

Introductory remarks 

Last year I wrote an overview for 1996 seen from the perspective of our research group. 
The response was mostly positive and I decided to continue my effort but preparing this 
time a version in English as well. We hope that this letter will help to keep the contacts 
between former and actual group members alive and to inform our friends about the 
development of our efforts here in Neuchâtel. Besides this rather old fashioned version 
of a letter, we have made some efforts also using modern technology. You can find the 
group on the Web (address: http://www.unine.ch/chim/REINHARD_NEIER.HTML; my 
E-mail: Reinhard.Neier@ICH.UNINE.CH) with the addresses of actual and former 
group members. We try to re actualise this information at least twice a year. E-mail and 
the Web have made it much easier to keep contacts. I hope that we will be able to use 
these modern media to keep in touch and that we will not only fill our computers with a 
lot of chunk. 

The development of the global industrial world has not fundamentally changed in the last 
twelve months. Restructuring and mergers have made the headlines as well in 1997 as 
they did in 1996. From the feed-back which I obtain from former collaborators the world 
in industry is very unstable indeed. Changing directions and directors is the daily bread 
and it is not easy to keep ones own activities focused. I only can wish, that you can all 
keep your own activities on track so that you will find satisfaction in what and how you 
are doing your science. I hope you can achieve your own goals and I sincerely wish you 
and your families a Happy 1998. 

The Group 

At the moment the group has kept its size and this despite the change of its composition. 
We have 2 postdoctoral students, 7 Ph.D. students, 2 diploma students and 1 stagiaire 
from Oviedo. We kept a strong central European element but at the same time we added 
collaborators from the South and from the East of Europe (three French speaking Swiss, 
one German speaking Swiss, two Italian Swiss double citizens, two Germans, one group 
member from the Alsace, one Slovak, one Rumanian and one Spanish). One Ph.D. 
student finished his thesis this year and one Ph.D. student is at the moment writing his 
thesis: Matthias Henz finished in a record time for writing up and he is now already 
deeply involved in his postdoctoral stay in Edmonton in the group of John Vederas (first 
publication is almost ready!) and Thomas Engeloch is in the middle of the stressing 
process of finalising his Ph.D. thesis. Matthias has made major contributions to our 
understanding of the mechanism of Porphobilinogen Synthase. His inhibition studies and 
also his inquisitive ways to analyse his results have done a lot for our understanding. 
Thanks a lot Matthias and I hope that you will keep your motivation and your interest. 

Three group members have found industrial positions which is astonishing in view of the 
difficult times we live in. Maurus Marty is working since November with Firmenich in 
Geneva. He is the first of our group which made the step into perfumery industry and I 
am sure he will enjoy his work with Firmenich. Thomas Thyrann works since December 
with IPR in Riehen. He had a head on start but knowing Thomas qualities as a long 
distance runner I know he will manage. Finally André Chaperon got a little Christmas 
present: a definitive contract with CIBA Specialties in Schweizerhalle. He had taken the 
risk to work on a postdoctoral position at the same place. André, I was sure that it will 
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work out and all my information's were only confirming my confidence. Anyway it is 
much better to have a contract in ones hands than juste to know that things should in 
principle work out. So my congratulations go to all three of you. I must admit that I am 
proud of the fact that you have found positions. I know that it is your qualities as 
scientists and your efforts which have allowed you to find your jobs. 

As I mentioned already Matthias Henz started his postdoctoral stay with John Vederas in 
Edmonton this summer paid by the Swiss National Science Foundation. He is seriously 
involved into the synthesis of peptides and studies of their conformations in solution via 
NMR. So he switched the subject of his activities and got away from enzyme kinetics but 
he stayed with his love: bioorganic chemistry. Thomas Engeloch has the firm intention to 
go into teaching. But before things start seriously he wants to make a stage in industry 
starting somewhere around spring 1998. 

Chemistry 1997 

Progress in science and chemistry in particular is often not very predictable. So we had a 
year with a few successes and as one expects with a few disappointing results. The group 
has at the moment two major areas of activities: One area of activity is related to the 
studies of the mechanism of the enzyme porphobilinogen synthase (PBGS) and the other 
area concentrates on the studies of novel tandem reactions. 

An astonishing number of new potential inhibitors for PBGS have been synthesised and 
their inhibition behaviour has been characterised. Despite our strong efforts in this area 
there are always surprises. Our picture of what is happening is clearer, but not 
sufficiently clear to understand the mechanism of this decievingly simple enzyme. We 
hope to increase our understanding by using MS-methods to characterise the inhibition 
activities of our inhibitors. This method should allow us to increase the speed of testing 
considerably. The second method we are embarking on is to try to study fluorinated 
substrate analogues and to study 19F-NMR of the enzyme-bound analogues. As an 
addition to our traditional interest we are synthesising protected forms of -
aminolevulinic acid, which will be tested as substrates for photo dynamic therapy. This 
effort has become possible due to a collaboration with the laboratory of Professor van 
den Bergh at the EPFL and especially with Matthieu Zellweger a former diploma student 
of our group. 
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In the long process to study the dichotomy between the Diels-Alder reaction/[3,3]-
sigmatropic shift tandem and the Diels-Alder/acylation reaction tandem we have 
developed the methods, which allow to obtain good yields of interesting and 
configurationally determined tandem products. The studies of the [3,3]-sigmatropic shift 
of N,O-ketene acetals and their rearrangement yielded an unexpected but inherently 
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interesting product. Unfortunately the relative configuration is not controlled and the 
yields are low! 
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General remarks 

Two publications have appeared in 1997, which is below the level expected from the 
Swiss National Science foundation. The only excuse is that our synthesis of 
porphobilinogen will appear in Angewandte in February and if everything works out well 
a review article about tandem reactions should appear in March in Synthesis. I only can 
repeat the sentences of last year. I have to many beautiful results of former collaborators 
which should be published in my drawer. I have to find a way to improve the bad 
publication performance considerably. 

1997 has been characterised by an abundance of top scientific meetings in Switzerland. 
The group has actively participated in three of them: the Bioorganic Chemistry Meeting 
in Lausanne, the ESOC Meeting in Basel and the IUPAC Meeting in Geneva. This 
participation gave a record number of 13 posters. 4 group members presented their work 
in short communications. My own activity comprised 10 lectures and 2 poster 
presentations essentially concentrated on my participation at the 16th International 
Congress of Heterocyclic Chemistry in Bozeman and a lecture tour in Northern 
Germany. 

The collaboration with IPR in Riehen has been very fruitful and we are very happy about 
this ongoing partnership. I hope that I will be able this year to enlarge the circle of our 
collaborations. 

1997 has been a year of change for me. I was elected member of the "Vorstand" of the 
NSCG (New Swiss Chemical Society). This meant immediately interesting but also time 
consuming new tasks. I am member of a commission analysing the study plans at Swiss 
Universities. The outcome will probably be of moderate interest. New tasks and 
challenges are there, but we lack the vision and the political will to propose changes. 
May be this is due to the fact that our study plans are not so bad anyway and that the 
difference between getting a job or not getting a job is made by the personalities and to a 
much smaller extend by the study plans. Let us at least hope that this is the truth. 

The NSCG wants to launch a participation of Chemistry as a Science and an Industry at 
EXPO 2001. The task will be enormous. It is our obligation as scientists to inform the 
population about the importance and at the same time about the risks of the ongoing 
scientific efforts. We have to catch the opportunity to inform the population at large in 
an as attractive and as informative way as possible. The beginning of next century will be 
marked by the biggest constitutional structure determination ever achieved: the human 
genom project. We will know much more about our own heritage, our parentage with 
other organisms and finally the evolution of life on this earth. Nobody really knows or is 
able to predict what will become possible. But one thing is clear already: biology will 
become even more structural and thereby chemical than it already is. As I am president 
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of the committee of the NSCG which fights for the chance to present Chemistry, the 
essential Molecular Science at the EXPO 2001 I would like to ask you all to help with 
ideas, proposals, critics. We will only be able to present Chemistry if this effort is not 
only the idea of a small committee but an effort which can count on the commitment of 
the chemistry community as a whole. 

Finally sports. The group has organised the traditional ski-weekend in the Wallis with the 
participation of a few former group members. The weekend was so stimulating that we 
try to continue to offer participation to former group members also this year. Our 
jogging activity has cumulated in a participation in the "Tour du Canton". This is an 
event organised locally in the canton of Neuchâtel. At six Wednesday evenings there is a 
race to be run at different places in the canton. The distances range from 10 to 13 km. 
Some of the races were flat most of the races were characterised by rather hefty ascents 
and descents. We were four of us who participated almost at each event. I had to be 
replaced by Alain Greppi for the last race. I am highly thankful to him, because Alain was 
willing to carry my number through the last race, so that I could find myself 
"immortalised" as one of those who have participated in all races (number 529 of 868 
participants). My biggest satisfaction was that I never was the last of the participants of 
our group in any race. I am getting older. In former years I would have wanted to be at 
least number two. May be I will achieve this goal in 1998, because all my jogging 
colleagues have left or will be leaving. But to be franc it is much more fun running with a 
group than when you are alone. So thanks a lot to the running team for the good spirit. 

Final remarks 

The idea to create contacts between actual and former group members has been well 
accepted and I am sure we can build on a good group spirit also for the future. The 
group has reached a size which is viable. We have received this year financial help from 
the "Fonds der Schweizer Chemischen Industrie" (C. Jarret and F. Stauffer) and from 
Ciba Jubiläumsfonds (P. Bobal). So we hope that public relations are improving and that 
we will be able to continue our efforts despite a difficult climate. 

I would like to finish with two wishes: First we wish you and your families a Happy and 
Successful 1998. Finally I hope that we all can make valid contributions as chemists to 
the development of our society. As Matthias always writes on the end of his E-mails: See 
you later (why not in Neuchâtel). 

 

Group members: 

- Dr. Pavel BOBAL (Bratislava) 
Postdoctoral student since 1995 
Synthesis of analogues of intermediates for PBGS 

- Dr. Elena CIRES (Iasi, Roumanie) 
Postdoctoral student since 1997 
Synthesis of vinylpyrones: their chemistry and solution structure 

- Thomas ENGELOCH (Basel) 
Ph.D. student since 1993 
Synthessis of PBG and studies of enamines 

- Caroline JARRET (Mulhouse) 
Ph.D. student since 1995 
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Synthesis of enantiomerically pure analogues of PBGS intermediates 

- Alain GREPPI (Neuchâtel) 
Ph.D. student since 1995 
Synthesis of «biased» peptide libraries 

- Joerg VELKER (Achen) 
Ph.D. student since 1995 
Tandemreactions with O,O-ketene acetales 

- Klaus NEUSCHÜTZ (Basel) 
Ph.D. student since 1996 
[3,3]-sigmatropic shift of N,O-ketene acetales 

- Fréderic STAUFFER (Neuchâtel) 
Ph.D. student since 1996 
Synthesis of fluorienated ALA-derivatives 

- Jean-Mary SIMONE (Neuchâtel) 
Ph.D. student since 1998 
Synthesis of simpler analogues of nonactine 

- David CARCACHE (Neuchâtel) 
Diploma student since 1997 
Synthesis of simpler analogues of nonactine 

- Yann BERGER (Neuchâtel) 
Diploma student since 1997 
Synthesis protected -aminolevlinates for photodynamic therarpy 

- Jimena FERNANDEZ-CARNEADO (Oviedo) 
Erasmus stagiaire since 1997 
Synthesis N-allylthioimides as substrates for [3,3]-sigmatropic shifts 

Former group members 

- Dr. Philippe GUERRY 
Ph.D student 1981 - 1984 
c/o F. Hoffmann-La Roche AG 
4070 Basel 

- Heinz BRODBECK 
Laborant 1982 - 1983 
Dorfstrasse 4 
8955 Oetwil a. Limmat 

- Dr. Anne MEUNIER 
Ph.D student 1984 - 1988 
22, rue des Amandiers 
F-04200 Sisteron 
FRANCE 

- Stefan HUBER 
Scientific collaborator 1983 - 1987 
Bahnhof 
4563 Gerlafingen 
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- Dr. Rainer LÜÖND 
Ph.D student 1987 - 1991 
c/o Novartis Pharma AG 
4002 Basel 

- Dr. Marcel BAAK 
Ph.D student 1988 - 1991 
c/o F. Hoffmann-La Roche AG 
4070 Basel 

- Dr. Hugo BERTSCHY 
Ph.D student 1988 - 1991 
c/o Novartis Crop Protection AG 
4002 Basel 

- Dr. Ou Yang LI 
Scientific collaborator 1986 - 1987 
c/o Medical and Health Analytical Center 
Beijing Medical University 
Beijing, 100083, P.R. CHINA 

- Quihan GENG 
Scientific collaborator 1988 - 1989 
c/o Enviromental Protection Department 
Jianhan University 
Wuhan, Hubai 
P.R. CHINA 

- Jalil BELLAMINE 
Scientific collaborator 1989 - 1990 

- Dr. Josef WALKER 
Scientific collaborator 1990 - 1991 
Seminar für Kooperation und Distribution 
Universität Fribourg 

- Dr. Joseph SCHOEPFER 
Ph.D student 1990 - 1994 
c/o Novartis Pharma 
4002 Basel 

- Dr. Cécile PASQUIER 
Chef des travaux 1991 - 1995 
c/o CIBA Specialties 
1723 Marly 

- Anton AEBY 
Scientific collaborator 1991 - 1992 
Lampertshalten 
1713 St. Antoni 

- Dr. Dominique AEBY 
Postdoctoral student 1992 - 1993 
25 ch. du Bois d'Amont 
1731 Ependes 
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- Dr. Bernhard ORSAT 
Postdoctoral student 1992 
c/o F.Hoffmann-La Roche Ltd 
4070 Basel 

- Dr. Michael PITT 
Postdoctoral student 1992 - 1993 
or c/o  Professor C.J. Easton 
Research School of Chemistry 
Australian National University 
Canberra 0200 
AUSTRALIA 

- Dr. Andreas FRANZ 
Ph.D student 1992 - 1995 
c/o Novartis Crop Protection Monthey SA 
1870 Monthey 

- Dr. André CHAPERON 
Ph.D student 1992 - 1996 
c/o CIBA Specialties 
4133 Pratteln 

- Dr. Maurus MARTY 
Ph.D student 1992 - 1995 
c/o Firmenich SA 
1283 La Plaine 

- Pierre-Yves MUSARD 
Scientific collaborator 1993 -1996 
Progrès 103A 
2300 La-Chaux-de-Fonds 

- Dr. Kedar KARMARKAR 
Ph.D student 1993 - 1996 
D-1/38, Prachi Society 
Shahaji Raje Marg 
Vile-Parle (East) 
Bombay 400057 
INDIA 

- Dr. Matthias HENZ 
Ph.D student 1993 - 1997 
c/o Professor John Vederas 
University of Alberta, Edmonton 
CANADA 

- Dr. Thomas THYRANN 
Postdoctoral student 1995 - 1997 
IPR 
4125 Riehen 
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Publication during 1997 

Publication 

1) A Biomimetic Synthesis of Porphobilinogen: Synthetic and Biochemical Studies 
R. Neier 
ECHET 96, The Royal Society of Chemistry 1997, 12 

 

Review article 

1) The Chemical Synthesis of Porphobilinogen: An Important Intermediate of the 
Biosynthesis of the Pigments of Life 
P. Bobal, R. Neier 
Trends in Organic Chemistry 1997, Vol. 6, 125-144 

 

Lectures and Posters during 1997 

30. 01. 1997 Lecture, University of Geneva; Les réactions tandem dans la nature et 
dans la synthèse  

04. 03.1997 Pharmazeutisches Institut ETH, Zürich; Inhibition Studien der PBGS von 
E. coli  (M. Henz) 

04. 03.1997 Pharmazeutisches Institut ETH, Zürich; Eine biomimetische Synthese von 
PBG  (T. Engeloch) 

04. 03.1997 Pharmazeutisches Institut ETH, Zürich; Synthese von Inhibitoren der 
PBGS  (A. Greppi) 

06. 03. 1997 2nd Conference on Bioorganic Chemistry, Lausanne; Inhibition studies of 
porphobilinogen synthase from Escherichia coli by diketones and diacids 
(M. Henz) 

06. 03. 1997 2nd Conference on Bioorganic Chemistry, Lausanne; Combinatorial 
approach to the development of potential inhibitors of porphobilinogen 
synthase (P. Bobal, A. Greppi, C. Jarret) 

04. 06. 1997 EPFL, Lausanne; The Pigments of Life: Their Structure, Function and 
Biosynthesis  

12. 06. 1997 Euroconference, Goslar; Trials to Imitate the biosynthesis of 
Porphobilinogen  

14. 06. 1997 Euroconference, Goslar; Diels-Alder/Rearrangement versus Diels-
Alder/Acylation: A New Pathway Controlled Tandem Rection (J. Velker, 
V. Linder, P.-Y. Eschler, A. Franz) 

23. 06. 1997 ESOC-10, Basel; A New Short Synthesis of Porphobilinogen According 
to a Biomimetic Concept (T. Engeloch, A. Chaperon) 

23. 06. 1997 ESOC-10, Basel; Synthesis and Reactions of an N-Allyl-N-Benzoyl 
Ketene-N,O-Silylacetal (K. Neuschütz, T. Thyrann) 

11. 08.1997 13th ICHC, Bozeman; Tandem Reactions of N-Butadienyl Ketene N,O-
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Acetals , and a Related Divergent Annulation of Cyclic Amidines (A. 
Franz, P.-Y. Eschler, M. Tharin, R.C.F. Jones, P. Dimopoulos) 

11. 08.1997 13th ICHC, Bozeman;  Novel Tandem Reactions  for the Synthesis of 
Heterocylces  

13. 08.1997 13th ICHC, Bozeman; Inhibition Studies of Diketones and Diacids of 
Porphobilinogen Synthase from Escherichia Coli (M. Henz, R. Lüönd) 

14. 08.1997 13th ICHC, Bozeman; A Synthesis of Porphobilinogen Imitating the 
Biosynthetic Pathway Proposed by Shemin  

18. 08.1997 36th IUPAC meeting, Geneva; Analogues of Substrate for the 
Biosynthesis of Porphobilinogen (PBG) (F.Stauffer, C. Jarret, P. Bobal) 

19. 08.1997 36th IUPAC meeting, Geneva; Diels-Alder/Rearrangement versus Diels-
Alder/Acylation: A New Pathway Controlled Tandem Reaction (T. 
Thyrann, J. Velker, K. Neuschütz, V. Linder, P.-Y. Eschler, A. Franz) 

21. 08.1997 36th IUPAC meeting, Geneva; Analogues of Intermediates for the 
Biosynthesis of Porphobilinogen (PBG) (P. Bobal, C. Jarret, F.Stauffer) 

15. 10. 1997 NSCG Herbstversammlung, Lausanne; A New Stereocontrolled Tandem 
Reaction of Butadienyl Ester Enolates (J. Velker, V. Linder, P.-Y. 
Eschler, A. Franz) 

15. 10. 1997 NSCG Herbstversammlung, Lausanne; N-Benzolyketene-N-cyclohexenyl-
N,O-silyl acetals: Aza-Claisen rearrangement and more (K. Neuschütz, 
T. Thyrann) 

15. 10. 1997 NSCG Herbstversammlung, Lausanne; Potential Inhibitors of 
Porphobilinogen Synthase (PBGS) (F. Stauffer, C. Jarret, M. Henz) 

15. 10. 1997 NSCG Herbstversammlung, Lausanne; Chemical and Enzymatical 
Deprotection of Phthalimido-Porphobilinogen Dimethylester (T. 
Engeloch, A. Chaperon) 

24. 11. 1997 Institut für Organische Chemie, Universität Bremen; Entwicklung 
neuartiger Tandemreaktionen 

25. 11. 1997 Institut für Organische Chemie, Universität Hamburg; Tandemreaktionen 
und Ihre Anwendungen 

26. 11. 1997 MPI für Kohleforschung, Mülheim a. R.; Tandemreaktionen in der Natur 
und in der Synthese 

27. 11. 1997 Institut für Organische Chemie, Universität Dortmund; Biochemische und 
biomimetisch Untersuchungen der PBGS 

28. 11. 1997 Institut für Organische Chemie, Universität Essen; Cycloadditionen/ 
[3,3]-sigmatrope Umlagerungen ein neues Konzept für 
Tandemreaktionen 
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Reinhard Neier 
Institut de Chimie 
Av. Bellevaux 51 

CH-2000 Neuchâtel 

Tel.: (+41) 32 718 24 28 
FAX: (+41) 32 718 25 11 

E-mail: Reinhard.Neier@ICH.UNINE.CH 
Web: http://www.unine.ch/chim/nei1.html 
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Fragebogen/ Questionnaire/ Form: 

 
Könntet Ihr bitte diesen Fragebogen beantwortet an mich zurücksenden. So kann ich die 
Adressliste à jour halten. Herzlichen Dank. 

Veuillez, s.v.p., remplir le questionnaire et me le renvoyer. Avec vos réponse, il me sera 
possible de garder vos adresses à jour. Merci d'avance. 

Please fill in this form and send it back to me. With your answers I shall be able to keep 
your adresses up-to-date. Thanks in advance for your help. 

 
Name/nom/name: .................................................................................  

Vorname/prénom/first name: ................................................................  

Adresse privat/ adresse privée/ private address: 
 ............................................................................................................  
 ............................................................................................................  
 ............................................................................................................  
 ............................................................................................................  
 ............................................................................................................  

Tel. privat/tél. privé/ privat tel.: ............................................................  

Berufsadresse/ adresse professionelle/ professional address: 
 ............................................................................................................  
 ............................................................................................................  
 ............................................................................................................  
 ............................................................................................................  
 ............................................................................................................  

Berufstelephon/ tél. prof./ prof. tel: .......................................................  

FAX: ....................................................................................................  

E-mail: .................................................................................................  

Bitte zurücksenden an/ s.v.p. renvoyer à/ please send to: 

 

Prof. Reinhard Neier 
Institut de Chimie 
Av. Bellevaux 51 

CH-2000 Neuchâtel 

SWITZERLAND 


