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Formation and persistence of 6^-(2-hydroxyethyl)-2'-deoxyguanosine
in DNA of various rat tissues following a single dose of N-nitroso-
iV-(2-hydroxyethyl)urea. An immuno-slot-blot study
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Rabbit antibodies against 06-(2-hydroxyethyI)-2'-deoxyguan-
osine (O6-HEdG) were used to develop a highly sensitive
immuno-slot-blot assay for this promutagenic base which
enabled the quantitation of >3.6 /tmol O6-HEdG/mol deoxy-
guanosine, corresponding to S: 5 fmol in a 3-/<g DNA sample.
This assay was used to study DNA hydroxyethylation by N-
nitroso-AK2-hydroxyethyI)urea (HENU) in adult male F344
rats. Initial amounts of O -̂HEdG 2 h after a single i.v. dose
of 50 mg/kg were highest in kidney (81 /unol O'-HEdG/mol
deoxyguanosine), followed by lung and liver (67 and 55
/xmol/mol dG respectively). Formation of 6^-HEdG in
cerebral DNA was considerably lower (18 /unol </-HEdG/
mol deoxyguanosine), probably reflecting delayed crossing of
the blood-brain barrier by HENU due to its hydrophilicity.
The formation of O*-HEdG in liver and kidney was strictly
proportional to dose over a range of 5 - 5 0 mg HENU/kg.
Repair of O^HEdG was very rapid in liver (apparent half-
life, 12 h), and somewhat slower in kidney and lung (approx-
imate half-life, 40 h and 48 h respectively). In contrast, 62%
of the initial amount of O'-HEdG hi cerebral DNA was still
present after 7 days. Saturation of the hepatic O'-alkyl-
guanine-DNA alkyttransferase by pretreatment with /V-nitroso-
dimethylamine (20 mg/kg) almost completely inhibited the
removal of 0*-HEdG, indicating that O -̂HEdG is predomi-
nantly repaired by this repair enzyme.

Introduction
During the past decade, chemical DNA modifications by
methylating and ethylating carcinogens have been extensively in-
vestigated (1,2). DNA hydroxyethylation has attracted much less
attention although it is known that a large number of diverse
chemicals may yield a hydroxyethylating species as ultimate reac-
tant. /V-nitroso-/v'-(2-hydroxyethyl)urea (HENU*) has been shown
to induce thymic lymphoma in mice at an incidence similar to
and a latency period shorter than its ethyl analogue (3), indicating
that hydroxyethylation constitutes a powerful initiating DNA
lesion. HENU is highly mutagenic in bacteria (4,5). Reports on
miscoding in vitro have not been published, but mispairing during
DNA replication would be expected to be similar to that caused
by ethylated bases (1,2).

Other carcinogenic nitrosoureas known to hydroxyethylate
DNA include A^-nitroso-A'-(2-hydroxyethyl)-A''-etnylurea (6) and
N-nitroso-AK2-hydroxye%l)-A''-(2-chloroethyl)urea (7). The

'Abbreviations: C^-HEdG, O^-hydroxyethyl)^ '-deoxyguanosine; HENU, N-
nitroso-JV-(2-hydroxyethyl)urea; O^-MEdG, O6-methyl-2'-deoxyguanosine;
MNU, /V-nitroso-Af-methylurea; NDMA, /V-nitrosodimethylamine; PBS, phos-
phate-buffered saline (140 mM NaCl, 2.7 mM KC1, 8.1 mM NajHPCv
1.5 mM KH2PO4, pH 7.2); PBS-HS, PBS containing an additional 160 mM
NaCl.

carcinogenicity of therapeutic haloethylnitrosoureas has been at-
tributed to their capacity for DNA hydroxyethylation (8). How-
ever, the relative extent of this reaction appears to be significantly
lower in vivo than in vitro and occurs through a mechanism not
yet fully understood (9,10). Nitrosamines which primarily
methylate (N-nitrosomethylethylamine) or ethylate (N-nitroso-
diethylamine) DNA have recently been shown to yield hydroxy-
ethylating intermediates by minor metabolic pathways (11). DNA
hydroxyethylation has also been proposed for several environ-
mental and industrial pollutants, including N-nitrosodiethanol-
amine, a contaminant of cosmetics, tobacco and synthetic cutting
oils, and N-nitrosomorpholine, an airborne carcinogen prevalent
in the rubber industry (10,12,13). The pioneering work of Seger-
back (14) has provided evidence that ethene and ethylene oxide,
chemicals with extensive industrial applications, also produce
hydroxyethylated bases in addition to other DNA lesions.

This widespread occurrence of hydroxyethylating agents has
prompted us to develop a sensitive assay system for Cfi-{2-
hydroxyethyl)-2'-deoxyguanosine ((/-HEdG) with potential ap-
plication to molecular dosimetry in humans exposed to these
agents either therapeutically or environmentally. The immuno-
slot-blot technique described by Nehls et al. (15) appeared to
be particularly useful since it requires very small amounts of
DNA.

Materials and methods
Chemicals
HENU was provided by Dr W.Lijinsky (NCI, Frederick Cancer Research Facility,
Frederick, MD). O*-{2-hydroxyethyl)guanosine was a kind gift of Dr W.Lijin-
sky and Eh- G.Eisenbrand (University of Kaiserslautern, FRG). /V-Nrtrosodimethyl-
amine (NDMA) was obtained from Schuchardt, Munchen, FRG. Calf thymus
DNA was purchased from Sigma Chemie, Deisenhofen, FRG. DNA-grade
hydroxyapatite was from Boehringer-Mannheim (Schweiz) AG, Rotkreuz,
Switzerland. Keyhole limpet hemocyanin was purchased from Calbiochem AG,
Luzem, Switzerland. Goat anti-rabbit IgG horseradish peroxidase conjugates were
obtained from Nordic Immunology, Tilburg, The Netherlands (Lot 6-686) and
from Kirkegaard and Perry Laboratories, Gaithersburg, MD (Lot HL43-5).
4-Chloro-l-naphthol was from Bio-Rad Laboratories AG, Glattbrugg, Switzerland.

Antisera

06-(2-Hydroxyethyl-2'-deoxyguanosine (O*-HEdG) and 06-methyl-2'-deoxy-
guanosine (O'-MEdG) were coupled to keyhole limpet hemocyanin (16). Rab-
bits were immunized by i.m. injections of the respective nuclcoside conjugate
(1 mg/animal), emulsified 1:1 with Frcund's complete adjuvant. Animals were
boosted 8, 16 and 18 weeks later with the same amount of antigen in Frcund's
incomplete adjuvant. Antisera were collected 2 weeks later.

Alkylaled DNA standards
Hydroxyethylated and methylated DNA standards were prepared by reacting calf
thymus DNA (dissolved in 80 mM Tris, pH 8.0, 2.2 mg/ml) with HENU or
A'-nitroso-Af-methylurea (MNU), at a final concentration of 5.5 mg/ml. The alkyla-
tion reaction was allowed to proceed at 37°C for 30 min. The DNA was pre-
cipitated with 2-ethoxyethanol and washed twice in absolute ethanol and ether.
The concentration of C^-alkylguanines was determined by HPLC with fluor-
escence detection as described earlier (17) except that 50 mM NH4H2PO4 (pH
2.0) containing 3% mcthanol was used to elutc O6-(2-hydroxyethyl)guanine.

Animal experiments
Young male Fischer 344 rats (Charles River Wiga GmbH, Sulzfeld, FRG; 120 g
average body wt) received i.v. injections of HENU (dissolved in 3 mM sodium
citrate buffer, pH 6.0) at doses ranging from 5 to 50 mg/kg body wt (see figure
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legends). Two rats were injected for each set of conditions. In one experiment,
the animals received an i.p. injection of 20 mg/kg NDMA, followed 3 h later
by i.v. administration of 50 mg/kg HENU. Rats were killed by exsanguination
under ether anesthesia and the organs pooled and quickly frozen in liquid nitrogen.

DNA isolation

DNA was purified by phenol extraction and adsorption onto hydroxyapatite as
previously described (18). The DNA was dissolved in 10 mM Tris, pH 7.8, con-
taining 1 mM EDTA and quantitated by reaction with diphenylamine (19) using
standard curves generated with unmodified calf thymus DNA.

Immuno-slol-blots

Immuno-slot-blots were carried out essentially as described by Nehls el at. (15).
Briefly, DNA samples 9 ng in 300 id) were heat-denatured for 10 min in a boil-
ing water bath, quickly chilled on ice, and mixed with an equal volume of 2 M
ammonium acetate. Single-stranded DNA was then immobilized on nitrocellulose
filters (BA 52, Schkicher and SchOll, Feldbach, Switzerland) using a Minifold
II microfiltration apparatus (Schleicher and Schflll). Filters were presoaked in
1 M ammonium acetate. After application of 200 y\ containing 3 /ig DNA, the
slots were rinsed with 200 /A 1 M ammonium acetate. The filters were then
removed from the support, soaked in 0.75 M NaCl and 0.075 M trisodium citrate
for 5 min, blow-dried and baked at 80°C for 2.5 h. After treatment for 30 min
at 37°C with 0.5% casein in phosphate-buffered saline (PBS) to block non-specific
protein-binding shes, the filters were incubated overnight at 4°C with the appro-
priate rabbit antiserum diluted 1:4000 (anti-O6-MEdG) or 1:15 000 (anti-06-
HEdG) in the same casein buffer. The filters were subsequently washed three
times in casein buffer, once in high saline PBS (PBS-HS), and once in PBS-HS
containing 0.1% Triton X-100, allowing 10 min for each buffer change. The
last two steps were repeated once. Following a final wash in PBS, the bound
antibodies were reacted with goat anti-rabbit IgG horseradish pcroxidase con-
jugate, diluted 1:1000 (Nordic) or 1:2500 (Kirkegaard and Perry) in PBS con-
taining 0.5% casein. The incubation was carried out for 3 h at room temperature.
The nitrocellulose strips were then washed as above. Enzymatic activity was
visualized by incubation in a solution of 2 mg/ml 4-chloro-l-naphthol and 0.015%
hydrogen peroxide in 20 mM Tris, pH 7.5 and 500 mM NaCl for 20 min at
35°C. The blots were subsequently rinsed extensively with distilled water and
stored wet in the dark at 4°C.
Densitometry

Densitometric evaluation was performed using a Shimadzu Model CS-930 dual-
wavelength thin-layer chromatogram scanner in the zig-zag mode at 590 nm. Peak
heights were measured manually. Standard curves were constructed by plotting
peak heights after subtraction of background binding to unmodified DNA in a
double log plot. Curve fitting was carried out by quadratic regression analysis
(Figure 1).

Results
A typical immuno-slot-blot calibration curve for C^-HEdG in
heat-denatured DNA is shown in Figure 1. The peak heights
obtained by densitometric evaluation of the colored blots are
plotted against the C^-HEdG content in the respective slots after
subtraction of the value for background binding to unmodified
DNA. As can be seen from the diagram, ^ 1.4 fmol (9^-HEdG
can still be detected in a total amount of 3 ng DNA. This corre-
sponds to 0.9 jtmol C^-HEdG/mol deoxyguanosine. However,
we set the lower limit for quantitative determination at 3.6 /imol
C^-HEdG/mol deoxyguanosine. Sensitivity of the immuno-slot-
blot technique for the determination of C^-MEdG was similar,
with a detection limit of at least 2.8 fmol C^-MEdG in 3 /tg
DNA, corresponding to 1.8 /tmol 6^-MEdG/mol deoxy-
guanosine. Anti-O^-HEdG serum (NPZ 146-2) showed cross-
reactivity with C^-MEdG (Figure 2); the difference in concen-
tration required for obtaining identical peak heights was
~30-fold. Conversely, anti-C^-MEdG serum (NPZ 193-1)
showed no reactivity with hydroxyethylated DNA (not shown).

The persistence of C^-HEdG in DNA of various rat organs
following a single i.v. dose of 50 mg HENU/kg is shown in
Figure 3. Initial amounts of C^-HEdG were similar in DNA of
kidney and lung. Slightly lower levels of this modified base were
observed in liver DNA. However, the loss of C^-HEdG from
hepatic DNA was faster than from DNA of other organs, the
half-life being ~ 12 h. The rate of removal of this modified base
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Fig. 1. Typical calibration curve for the determination of C^-HEdG. DNA
(3 fig) containing C^-HEdG (1.3-328 fmol) was blotted onto nitrocellulose.
After incubation with rabbit anti-CAHEdG serum, bound antibodies were
reacted with a goat anti-rabbit IgG horseradish peroxidase conjugate.
Enzymatic activity was measured via color development as described in the
text. Peak height values are plotted against the respective amounts of
C^-HEdG after subtraction of the value for non-specific binding to 3 /ig
unmodified DNA.
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Fig. 2. Reactivity of rabbit anti-O^HEdG serum with hydroxyethylated and
methylated DNA. In a double logarithmic plot, the peak heights are plotted
against the respective amounts of (/-HEdG (A) and C^-MEdG ( • ) applied
to each slot. The dashed line represents the value for non-specific binding of
the antiserum to nonalkylated DNA.

from kidney and lung DNA was similar, with an apparent half-
life of 40 and 48 h respectively. In contrast, C^-HEdG concen-
trations in brain DNA was initially lower (35% of that in liver)
but persisted longer than in any other tissue investigated. The
7-day values, when expressed as a fraction of the initial (2-h)
C^-HEdG concentration, ranged from 4.7% (liver), 23.5%
(kidney), 25.7% (lung) to 62.4% (brain). The dose-dependent
formation of C^-HEdG was studied in liver and kidney. The
regression lines obtained (Figure 4) had slopes close to 1, in-
dicating that this promutagenic base is formed strictly propor-
tional to dose over the entire dose range investigated. The
regression equations as calculated by the least-squares method



Formation and persistence of O*-HEdG

06-HEdG 06-MEdG

40 80 120 160
Survival (hours)

Fig. 3. Persistence of O*-HEdG in DNA of various rat tissues following a
single i.v. dose of 50 mg/kg HENU and survival times ranging from 2 h to
7 days. Results are expressed as pmoUmol deoxyguanosine.
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Fig. 4. Dose-dependent formation and concentration-dependent repair of
O^-HEdG in liver ( • ,O) and kidney (A,A) DNA. Rats were killed 4 h
(closed symbols, solid lines) and 3 days (open symbols, dashed lines) after i
single i.v. dose of HENU ranging from 0.039 to 0.38 mmol/kg,
corresponding to 5 to 50 mg/kg. Data represent mean ± SEM of 4 - 6
determinations.

were:
log C^-HEdG = 1.01 X log dose + 2.04 liver
log CP-HEdG = 1.01 X log dose + 2.14 kidney

In animals allowed to survive for 3 days after a single dose
of HENU, the amounts of C^-HEdG in kidney DNA were
generally lower and the slope of the regression line was steeper
than after 4 h, indicating that disproportionately more C^-HEdG
had been removed from DNA of animals exposed to lower doses
of HENU. The regression line was:

log C^-HEdG = 1.18 x log dose + 1.98 kidney
In liver DNA, most of the tf-HEdG initially formed had been
removed and a clear dose dependency was no longer evident after
3 days. However, at each of the doses administered, a small
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Fig. 5. (A) Persistence of O'-HEdG in liver and kidney DNA after
saturation of the C^-alkylguarune-DNA alkyltransferase with medG. Rats
received i.p. injections of 20 mg/kg NDMA and, 3 h later, a chasing i.v.
dose of 50 mg HENU per kg. After survival times of 4 h, 24 h and 3 days,
Cfi-HEdG was determined by immuno-slot-blot analysis after correction for
cross-reactivity of the anti-C^-HEdG serum whh Cfi-MEdG (closed symbols,
solid lines). For comparison, me persistence of C^-HEdG without
pretreatment with NDMA is also shown (open symbols, dashed lines, data
taken from Figure 3). Liver ( • ,O); kidney (A,A). The amounts of
O^-alkylguanines are expressed as jimol/mol deoxyguanosine.

amount of C^-HEdG was found to persist (~3 —5 ftmol/mol
dG).

To test whether the removal of C^-HEdG competes with that
of other C^-alkylguanines, an additional experiment was carried
out in which animals were pretreated with 20 mg/kg of NDMA,
i.e. a dose known to produce saturating levels of C^-MEdG in
rat liver DNA. As shown in Figure 5, this almost completely
inhibited the repair of C^-HEdG in hepatic DNA during the first
24 h following HENU application. Although the amount of
C^-MEdG in kidney was ~ 19 times lower than in liver, this
still resulted in a significant inhibition of the repair of C^-HEdG
produced by a subsequent dose of HENU.

Discussion
The sensitivity of the immuno-slot-blot assay for C^-HEdG was
found to be similar to that achieved by Nehls et al. (15) for
C^-ethyldeoxyguanosine and (7*-ethyldeoxythymidine. These
authors employed murine monoclonal antibodies but we found
the use of rabbit antisera not to be disadvantageous. Significant
cross-reactivity was only observed for the reaction of the anti-
C^-HEdG serum with methylated DNA, whereas the anti-O6-
MEdG serum did not recognize C^-HEdG. Even the simul-
taneous presence of excess amounts of C^-MEdG in hepatic
DNA did not interfere with the quantitation of 10-fold lower levels
of C^-HEdG (Figure 5). In preliminary experiments we used an
alkaline phosphatase-conjugated second antibody for quantitative
evaluation. However, we found that the colored precipitate
resulting from the reaction of 4-chloro-l-naphthol with
horseradish peroxidase yielded a superior signal-to-noise ratio.
Since the intensity of the color reaction showed day-to-day varia-
tions, we found it mandatory to include a complete set of stan-
dards on each blot. In its present form, the assay enables the
quantitation of ^ 5 frnol ^-HEdG/S /tg DNA, corresponding
to 3.6 fimol C^-HEdG/mol deoxyguanosine. Bio-monitoring in
human individuals environmentally exposed to hydroxyethylat-
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ing agents may require greater sensitivity and we are currently
investigating experimental modifications yielding a quantifiable
signal at lower levels of DNA alkylation.

To test this assay under in vivo conditions, we chose HENU
as a model compound since it yields hydroxyethyldiazonium
hydroxide as the only alkylating intermediate. As its decomposi-
tion is base catalyzed (20) and does not require enzymic bio-
activation, one would expect little organ variability in levels of
DNA alkylation, as has been shown previously for MNU (21)
and N-nitroso-N-ethylurea (22). Following a single i.v. injection
of 50 mg HENU/kg, the initial (2-h) concentrations of &-
HEdG were indeed similar in liver, kidney and lung. The extent
of C^-hydroxyethylation of guanine in liver and kidney was
determined as a function of dose. It was found that in both tissues
DNA hydroxyethylation was strictly proportional to amount of
HENU administered over the entire dose range (Figure 4). At
all doses the kidney values were 29% higher than those in liver.
This could be due to the fact that hydrophilic nitrosoureas such
as HENU are, to some extent, excreted via the urine and may
thus temporarily accumulate in the kidney. In contrast to its
methyl and ethyl analogues, HENU produced a low initial ex-
tent of DNA hydroxyethylation in cerebral DNA. This is prob-
ably due to its lower lipophilicity. The highly impermeable tight
junctions between the cells of the specialized capillary endo-
thelium of the central nervous system which form the morpho-
logical basis of the blood —brain barrier largely prevent low mol.
wt hydrophilic compounds from entering the brain parenchyma
by passive diffusion (23,24).

The persistence of C^-HEdG varied considerably among the
tissues investigated. The rate of removal was highest in liver.
Animals surviving for 7 days had C^-HEdG concentrations
amounting to 4.7% of those observed in animals sacrificed 2 h
after a single dose of 50 mg HENU/kg body wt. The steep decline
in C^-HEdG levels between 2 and 4 h (Figure 3) strongly sug-
gests that even the 2-h value (55 /tmol O^-HEdG/mol deoxy-
guanosine) does not truly reflect the initial extent of DNA
hydroxyethylation. Rapid removal of C^-HEdG from hepatic
DNA was also documented by the dramatic change in the
dose-response curve (Figure 4). Largely irrespective of the in-
itial dose, the 72-h values were reduced to a basal level of 3 - 6
/imol C^-HEdG/mol deoxyguanosine. This low level probably
represents persistence in non-parenchymal cells with a low repair
capacity (25,26).

The rate of loss of C^-HEdG from lung and kidney DNA was
somewhat lower than in liver, whereas in cerebral DNA there
was significantly less reduction in C^-HEdG concentrations.
These organ-specific differences closely parallel the activity of
the mammalian C^-alkylguanine-DNA alkyltransferase in
various rat tissues (27). Similar rates of repair were previously
observed for ^-MEdG (28) and 06-ethyldeoxyguanosine (29).
C^-HEdG is known to be a substrate for C^-alkylguanine-DNA
alkyltransferase (30) but its rapid removal from rat liver DNA
is somewhat surprising since in vitro it is repaired at least 30
times more slowly than C^-MEdG and at least 10 times more
slowly than C^-ethyldeoxyguanosine (31). One reason for this
discrepancy could be that a glycosylase with high affinity for
C^-HEdG exists. It has been suggested that long-chain C^-alkyl-
guanines may be repaired by both the O^-alkylguanine-DNA
alkyltransferase (31) and glycosylase-mediated excision (32). To
test this hypothesis, we have carried out an additional experi-
ment based on the observation that the mammalian C^-alkyl-
guanine-DNA alkyltransferase stoichiometrically transfers the
alkyl group onto one of its own cysteine residues, thereby becom-

ing inactivated (33). When the available transferase molecules
have been consumed, de novo synthesis is required to restore
activity, a process which in vivo requires several days (34). Pre-
treatment with 20 mg NDMA/kg produced 750 /imol O6-
MEdG/mol deoxyguanosine in hepatic DNA, which is in close
agreement with the value of 36.7 y.mo\ C^-MEdG/mol deoxy-
guanosine/mg NDMA/kg body wt reported earlier (35). Satura-
tion of the hepatic alkyltransferase system in rats occurs at
concentrations above 180 /*mol C^-MEdG/mol deoxyguanosine
(35). One would, therefore, expect that alkyltransferase-mediated
removal of the C^-HEdG produced by a subsequent dose of
HENU would be significantly inhibited. This was indeed the case
(Figure 5A). During the first 24 h the repair of C^-HEdG in
liver was almost completely blocked. A similar, albeit less mark-
ed, effect was observed in rat kidney even though pretreatment
with NDMA produced C^-MEdG levels 19 times lower than in
liver. These findings strongly suggest that the repair of O6-
HEdG is indeed predominantly mediated by mammalian Ch-
alky lguanine-DN A alkyltransferase. This corroborates the obser-
vation that the mutagenicity of HENU in Escherichia coli does
not correlate with the capacity for excision repair (4). The
discrepancy between the rapid repair in vivo and the low rate
of removal by rat liver extracts in vitro is difficult to explain and
poses the question to which extent studies in cell-free systems
truly reflect in vivo repair capacity.

Although on the basis of chronic bioassay studies HENU must
be regarded as a powerful carcinogen in rats (6,7,36,37), mice
(3) and hamsters (38), its target specificity differs from that of
its methyl and ethyl analogs. Methyl- and ethylnitrosourea pro-
duce a high incidence of tumors of the central and peripheral
nervous system following a single perinatal exposure or multiple
doses in adult rats (39). In contrast, chronic administration of
HENU to F-344 rats led to the development of neural tumors in
< 15% of experimental animals (37). This reduced neurocarcino-
genicity may be due to the 3- to 4-fold lower extent of cerebral
DNA hydroxyethylation observed in the present study (Figure
3). However, due to the low rate of repair in the nervous system,
one would expect long-term accumulation of C^-HEdG to levels
higher than those in liver and other tissues (40,41). The low in-
cidence of neural tumors produced by HENU in rats may be due
to the presence of other target cell populations which undergo
malignant transformation more rapidly, e.g. lung and colon (38).

In conclusion, the immuno-slot-blot assay for C^-HEdG is
highly sensitive, does not require radiolabeled isotopes and allows
rapid and reliable quantitation of this promutagenic base under
in vivo conditions. It should be particularly useful in establishing
a molecular dosimetry during long-term exposure to hydroxy-
ethylating nitrosamines and therapeutic agents.
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