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ABSTRACT Bradyrhizobium japonicum hypB encodes a
protein containing an extremely histidine-rich region (24
histidine residues within a 39-amino-acid stretch) and gua-
nine nucleotide-binding domains. The product of the hypB
gene was overexpressed in Escherichia coli and purified by
Ni?*-charged metal chelate affinity chromatography (MCAC)
in a single step. In SDS/PAGE, HypB migrated at 38 kDa—
slightly larger than the calculated molecular mass (32.8 kDa).
Purified HypB has GTPase activity with a k., of 0.18 min—1!
and a K, for GTP of 7 pM, and it has dGTPase activity as well.
HypB exists as a dimer of molecular mass 78 kDa in native
solution as determined by fast protein liquid chromatography
on Superose 12. It binds 9.0 = 0.14 divalent nickel ions per
monomer (18 Ni2* per dimer) with a K4 of 2.3 uM; it also binds
Zn**, Cu?*, Co**, Cd**, and Mn2*. In-frame deletion of the
histidine-rich region (deletion of 38 amino acids including 23
histidine residues) resulted in a truncated HypB that did not
bind to the MCAC column, whereas in-frame deletion of 14
amino acids including 8 histidine residues within HypB re-
sulted in a truncated HypB that still bound to the column. The
results indicate that the histidine residues within the histi-
dine-rich region of HypB are involved in metal binding.

Nitrogen-fixing prokaryotes have the ability to reduce atmos-
pheric N, to NHj3, termed biological N, fixation. Nitrogen
fixation by rhizobia, in association with leguminous plants
(such as alfalfa, clover, beans, peas, and soybeans), occurs in
the specialized nodules on the plant roots; this allows the plants
to grow well without added expensive nitrogenous fertilizers.
The reduction of N, to NHj is catalyzed by the metalloenzyme
nitrogenase. The nitrogenase reaction is very energy intensive,
usually requiring between 16 and 42 ATP molecules per N,
reduced. In addition to reduction of N; to form NHj, nitro-
genases from all known sources catalyze an ATP-dependent
H; evolution reaction, and this H, production is an inherent
property of the nitrogenase reaction. About 25-35% of the
total energy required for the nitrogenase reaction is commit-
ted to reduce protons to form Hj (1), representing a significant
loss of energy. However, some N,-fixing symbionts possess an
uptake hydrogenase that is capable of oxidizing the nitroge-
nase-evolved hydrogen. This process thereby regenerates ATP
via a membrane-bound respiratory electron-transport chain
and makes the overall nitrogen-fixing process more energy
efficient. Moreover, the scavenging of O, via H, oxidation
prevents O,-mediated damage to nitrogenase.
Bradyrhizobium japonicum, the N,-fixing symbiont of soy-
bean plants, synthesizes a Ni’*-containing uptake-type hydro-
genase. The purified enzyme contains two subunits (2, 3), and
the structural genes for hydrogenase have been sequenced (4).
Ni2*, O,, and H; have been found to be involved in hydroge-
nase gene regulation at the transcriptional level (5, 6). In
addition to the hydrogenase structural genes, there are at least
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19 genes identified within the hydrogenase gene cluster that
have been shown or suggested to be involved in hydrogenase
activity (7-12). Of particular interest is the hypB gene that in
B. japonicum encodes a protein with an extremely histidine-
rich region at the N terminus from His-16 through His-54 (i.e.,
HAHDHHHDHGHDHDHGHDGHHHHHHGHDQ-
DHHHHHDHAH; see Table 1) and guanine nucleotide-
binding domains conserved in GTP-binding proteins (G pro-
teins) (8). Similar 4ypB genes have been reported to occur in
a number of hydrogenase-containing bacteria (13-18). Based
on the deduced amino acid sequences of hypB genes in these
bacteria, all HypB proteins contain GTP-binding domains and
a variable number of histidine residues (ranging from 10 to
26) clustered at the N terminus; one exception is E. coli HypB,
which does not contain clustered histidine residues at the
N terminus. Nevertheless, purified HypB from E. coli has a
GTPase activity, but no Ni?>* binding to the purified protein
was demonstrated (19). Very recently, Rey et al. (20) have also
purified HypB from the pea symbiont, Rhizobium legumino-
sarum, and demonstrated that the purified HypB was able to
bind 3.9 divalent nickel ions per monomer. GTPase activity
was unable to be demonstrated in this protein probably due to
the aggregation of HypB (20). Here, we report the purification
and biochemical properties of HypB from B. japonicum ex-
pressed in E. coli. B. japonicum HypB is a metal-binding
protein that has GTPase activity and binds 18 Ni?* per dimer.
A preliminary report of this work was presented at the Fourth
International Conference on the Molecular Biology of Hydro-
genases, August 14-19, 1994, Noordwijkerhout, The Nether-
lands.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Bacterial Strain and Growth Conditions. E. coli BL21(DE3)
(21), which carries a chromosomally encoded gene for a phage
T7 RNA polymerase, was used for protein expression. E. coli
HB101 and DH5a (GIBCO/BRL) were used for routine
genetic manipulations. E. coli strains were grown on Luria—
Bertani (LB) medium.

Construction of Plasmid pET-hypB for the Regulated Over-
expression of hypB. To clone the hypB gene into the expression
vector pET-21a(+) (Novagen), an ~1.0-kb Acc 1 fragment
harboring the entire AypB gene isolated from pKS2.5E2 (8)
(Fig. 1) was blunted and cloned into the Sma I-digested
pBluescript II KS(+) vector (Stratagene) (the 5'-end of the
hypB gene is proximal to the Pst I site of the vector); this
yielded pKS-hypB. Two synthesized oligonucleotides creating
an Nde I site and the N-terminal portion of hypB were annealed
and cloned into Sal I/Pst I double-digested pKS-hypB, forming
pKS-hypB* (see Fig. 1). An ~1.0-kb Nde I-Not I fragment was
then isolated from pKS-hypB* and directionally cloned into

Abbreviations: hyp, gene(s) encoding hydrogenase-related function
with pleiotropic phenotype; MCAC, metal chelate affinity chroma-
tography; IPTG, isopropyl B-D-thiogalactoside; FPLC, fast protein
liquid chromatography; G protein, GTP-binding proteins.
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FiG.1. Cloningstrategy of the hiypB gene into the expression vector
pET-21a(+). A, Acc I; B, BamHI; Bg, Bgl II; E, EcoRI; Nd, Nde I; N,
Not I, P, Pst I, S, Sal 1. Restriction enzyme sites in parentheses indicate
the sites that have been modified in the course of cloning and cannot
be cut by these enzymes. Not all restriction sites are shown on plasmids.

Nde 1/Not 1 double-digested pET-21a(+); this resulted in
pET-hypB (Fig. 1).

Overexpression and Purification of the HypB Protein from
E. coli. To express the HypB protein, plasmid pET-hypB
harboring the AypB gene was transformed into E. coli strain
BL21(DE3) (21). Strain BL21(DE3) carrying pET-hypB was
grown at 37°C in 1 liter of LB medium containing 100 ug of
ampicillin per ml in 2-liter flasks with shaking at 220 rpm to an
ODggo ~1.0; isopropyl B-D-thiogalactopyranoside (IPTG) was
added to a final concentration of 0.2 mM. After further
incubation for 2 hr with shaking at 37°C, the cells were
harvested at 8000 X g for 10 min at 4°C. All subsequent steps
were carried out at 4°C unless otherwise stated. The cell pellet
was washed once with 50 mM Tris acetate (TA) buffer (pH
8.25) and resuspended in =~15-20 ml of fresh buffer. The cells
were broken by two passages through a French press cell at
12,000 psi (1 psi = 6.89 kPa) in the presence of 1 mM
phenylmethylsulfonyl fluoride and a small amount of DNase
A. The lysate (crude extract) was centrifuged at 12,000 X g for
10 min to pellet unbroken cells. The cell-free extract was
further centrifuged at 115,000 X g for 1.5 hr. The supernatant
was used as the source for further purification of HypB.

To purify HypB, a metal chelate affinity chromatography
(MCAC) (iminodiacetic acid-conjugated agarose) column
(Sigma) was used. The column was loaded with 3—4 ml of 0.1
M NiCl, in water and washed with 4 column volumes of 50 mM
TA buffer, pH 8.25/0.5 M NaCl. The supernatant containing
HypB was then loaded onto the column, and the flow-through
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was collected. The column was then washed with a large
volume (20-30 column volumes) of TA buffer, pH 8.25/0.5 M
NaCl (or 0.6 M NaCl). The bound HypB protein was subse-
quently eluted with the same buffer containing 10 mM EDTA.
Eluted fractions (2-ml fractions) were collected and checked
by SDS/PAGE to determine purity. Pure fractions were
pooled and dialyzed three times against 2 liters of 50 mM TA
buffer (pH 8.25) to remove the EDTA, salt, and Ni?*. The
dialyzed protein (referred to as “purified HypB”) was then
used for biochemical and enzymological experiments. Protein
concentration was initially determined by using the BCA
Protein Assay Kit (Pierce) with bovine serum albumin as the
standard. For accurate determination of Ni?* per monomer,
purified protein was also quantitated directly by amino acid
composition analysis.

Amino Acid Analysis and Determination of Molecular Size.
The N-terminal amino acid sequencing of the purified HypB
was carried out on an Applied Biosystems model 478 protein
sequencer, and amino acid composition analysis was done with
the Pico-Tag system (Waters) at the Protein/Peptide/DNA
Facility of The Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine.
The native molecular mass of HypB was determined by gel
filtration chromatography at 25°C on an FPLC Superose 12
10/30 column (Pharmacia) as described (22), except that sample
(HypB) and protein size standards were dissolved in 50 mM TA
buffer (pH 8.25). The same buffer was used for column equili-
bration and protein elution. '

Metal-Binding Assay. Binding of Ni?>* by purified HypB was
determined by equilibrium dialysis vs. 1 liter of 50 mM TA, pH
8.25/50 mM NaCl containing different amounts of NiCl, (as
indicated in Fig. 3) for 48 hr. A 2-ml sample of 5-6 uM HypB
was contained in the dialysis bag (cutoff point, 12,000 kDa).
Binding of other metals, such as Zn?*, Cu?*, Co?*, Cd?*,
Ca?*, Mg?*, and Mn?*, by HypB was assayed similarly. Metal
content was determined by atomic absorption (flame) spec-
trophotometry as described (23). Each reading reported by
the instrument was an average of four determinations. The max-
imum Ni?* content of HypB (9.0 = 0.14) is based on the average
of five points = SD from saturating Ni?*-binding conditions.

Measurement of GTPase Activity. GTP-hydrolyzing activity
was measured by two methods, colorimetric and radioactive
assays. For the time-course assay, the reaction mixture (1.2 ml)
containing 50 mM Tris chloride (pH 7.5), 50 mM KCl, 5 mM
MgCl,, 1 mM dithiothreitol (19), 2 mM GTP, and 7 uM HypB
was incubated at 37°C. Aliquots (200 ul) were removed at
different incubation times as indicated and added to 200 ul of
a 20% charcoal (Norit A) suspension (acid washed; pH 4.5)
and incubated at 4°C for 5 min. The sample was centrifuged for
5 min at 12,000 X g PO3~ was determined by the method of
Ames and Dubin (24). The ability of HypB to hydrolyze ATP,
CTP, UTP, and dGTP was determined similarly to that
described for GTP.

To determine the Ky, for GTP, assay was performed in 100
wl of reaction mixture (in the same buffer as above) containing
various concentrations (0.2-10 uM) of [y-**P]GTP and 0.1 uM
HypB. After 10 min of incubation at 37°C, the reaction was
terminated as described above. The 32PO3~ in the supernatant
was quantitated by liquid scintillation spectrometry.

RESULTS

Expression in E. coli and One-Step Purification of the B.
Japonicum HypB. From analyzing the nucleotide sequence, the
hypB gene was cloned into an expression vector, pET-21a(+),
by creating an Nde I site at the position of the initiator me-
thionine (5’ end) (see Fig. 1). The resulting plasmid pET-hypB
carrying the AypB gene under the control of the phage T7¢10
promoter has a strong ribosome-binding site. It was trans-
formed into E. coli BL21(DE3) carrying a chromosomally
encoded gene for a IPTG-inducible phage T7 RNA poly-
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merase to facilitate expression as described in Materials and
Methods. Clearly, HypB is the major protein overexpressed
upon IPTG induction (Fig. 2).

The presence of 24 histidine residues at the N terminus of
HypB was highly suggestive that the protein could bind Ni2*+
with strong affinity; therefore Ni**-charged MCAC was used
to purify this protein. The supernatant fraction of a cell-free
extract from the induced culture of E. coli BL21(DE3) carrying
pET-hypB was loaded on a Ni?*-charged MCAC column and
eluted with buffer containing EDTA. In the absence of an in
vitro assay for HypB protein, column fractions were analyzed
by SDS/PAGE to evaluate protein purity. Despite its high
level of expression, the HypB protein did not apparently reside
in inclusion bodies but was maintained in a soluble form in the
supernatant (see Fig. 2, lane 3). Most E. coli proteins did not
bind to the affinity column and were contained in the column
flow-through fraction (Fig. 2, lane 4). Under the optimized
purification conditions as described herein, the eluted frac-
tions contained primarily the HypB protein (with the excep-
tion of the first two fractions after the start of the EDTA
elution, data not shown). The pure fractions were pooled and
analyzed by SDS/PAGE. This revealed no contaminating
bands (Fig. 2, lane 5). The results show that the B. japonicum
HypB protein has a strong binding affinity for Ni?*, an ability
that greatly facilitates a simplified purification of the protein
at a rather high yield: about 50 mg of protein was recovered
from 1 liter of culture. This yield accounts for about 20-25%
of the total protein loaded onto the column.

On SDS/PAGE, HypB migrated at ~38 kDa, which is
slightly larger than the calculated molecular mass of 32.8 kDa.
This is similar to the R. leguminosarum HypB, which migrates
as a 39-kDa band in SDS/PAGE, also larger than the calcu-
lated value of 32 kDa (20).

Amino Acid Analysis and Determination of Native Molec-
ular Size. Purified HypB was used to determine the N-terminal
amino acid sequence. With the exception of the initiator
methionine, the obtained sequence (Xaa-Thr-Val-Xaa-Gly-
Xaa-Ser-Asp-Gly-Lys-Ala) corresponded exactly to that from
the deduced amino acid sequence of AypB (Met-Cys-Thr-Val-
Cys-Gly-Cys-Ser-Asp-Gly-Lys-Ala). The N-terminal methio-
nine is apparently cleaved from the protein. Total amino acid
composition analysis indicated that the molar percent compo-
sition for each amino acid also corresponded well with that
predicted from the gene sequence (data not shown).

The native molecular size of the purified HypB was deter-
mined by gel filtration on a calibrated FPLC column. Although
some large molecular mass proteins were eluted early (perhaps
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Fi6. 2. SDS/PAGE analysis of the expression and purification of
HypB. Samples from E. coli BL21(DE3) carrying the plasmid pET-
hypB were subjected to SDS/12.5% PAGE, and the gel was stained
with Coomassie blue. Lanes: 1, crude extract from cells without IPTG;
2, crude extract from cells with IPTG induction; 3, supernatant; 4,
flow-through from the Ni2*-charged MCAC column after loading
supernatant; 5, purified HypB (pooled fractions without the first two
fractions) from the column.
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aggregates of HypB), a major peak eluting at a position
corresponding to a size of ~78 kDa (data not shown) indicated
that HypB under native conditions is probably a homodimer.
This is similar to E. coli HypB, which also exists as a ho-
modimer under native conditions (19).

Ni?* Binding by Purified HypB. To determine the Ni?*-
binding capacity of HypB, the pure protein was dialyzed
against 50 mM TA buffer (pH 8.25) containing different
amounts of Ni>*. Equilibrium dialysis experiments demon-
strated that HypB was able to bind 9.0 = 0.14 Ni** per
monomer (thus 18 Ni?* per dimer) (Fig. 3). At the concen-
tration of HypB used (6.4 uM) and conditions employed here,
the binding of HypB to Ni?* reached saturation at 10-20 uM
Ni?* in solution. From these data, an apparent K4 of ~2.3 uM
was calculated.

Binding of Other Metals by HypB. Since HypB strongly
binds Ni?*, the ability of HypB to bind other metals was of
interest. Notably, by both qualitative (MCAC column) and
quantitative (atomic absorption analysis after equilibrium
dialysis) procedures, HypB also bound Zn2*, Cu?*, Co?*, and
Cd?* but not Ca®>* or Mg?* (data not shown). HypB has
approximately the same affinity for Zn?* as for Ni?* (data not
shown). Based on the equilibrium dialysis approach for testing
Mn?*-binding and subsequent atomic absorption analyses,
HypB also bound to Mn?*, but it did not bind tightly to
Mn?*-charged MCAC column. This latter result is probably
due to the loose interaction of Mn2* with the column at the pH
used, rather than to a weak binding affinity of HypB for Mn?*.

Expression of the Truncated HypB. To establish that the
clustered multiple histidine residues within HypB are involved
in the metal-binding properties, in-frame deletions of the hypB
gene within the histidine-rich region were constructed (see
Table 1). The two truncated HypB proteins were expressed in
E. coli BL21(DES3), and their metal-binding abilities were then
examined. The truncated HypB lacking 38 amino acids of
which 23 are histidine residues (Table 1) did not bind to the
Ni?*-charged MCAC column (Fig. 44) or to the other metal-
charged columns, such as Zn?*, Cu?*, Co?*, and Cd?* (data
not shown). The results indicate that the histidine-rich region
of HypB is clearly important for metal binding. Notably,
in-frame deletion of 14 amino acids, including 8 histidine
residues within HypB (Table 1), resulted in a truncated version
of HypB that still bound to the Ni?*-charged column (Fig. 4 B),
indicating that the histidine residues remaining in the trun-
cated HypB are sufficient to permit Ni?* binding.

GTPase Activity. Based on the deduced amino acid se-
quence, HypB contains potential guanine nucleotide-binding
motifs that are conserved in a large number of G proteins (26).
GTP-hydrolyzing activity was measured as described in Ma-
terials and Methods. Fig. 5 shows a time course and kinetic
study of GTPase activity of HypB. Clearly, purified HypB

10

g
E
8
3,
Z
L
0 10 20 30 40 50
NiCl;, uM

FI1G. 3. Ni?* binding of HypB based on equilibrium dialysis. O,
HypB; @, bovine serum albumin (BSA) as a control. BSA has been
shown (25) to bind one Ni2* per molecule.
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Table 1. Amino acid sequences at the N termini of HypB and truncated HypB

Total

Plasmid Gene Amino acids at the N terminus AA
1 10 20 30 40 50 56

pET-hypB hypB (M) CTVCGCSDGKASIEHAHDHHHDHGHDHDHGHDGHHHHHHGHDQDHHHHHDHAHGX 302
18

pET-AhypB23 AhypB23 (M) CTVCGCSDGKASIE ———— === == === = o= = m e o e HGX 264
42

pET-AhypBS AhypB8 (M) CTVCGCSDGKASIEHAHDHHHDHGHDHDHGHDGHHHHH -----———-—==——=— HGX 288

Residue numbers refer to the deduced amino acid sequence for the full-length protein. The N-terminal methionine (in parentheses) was found
to be removed from the wild-type protein, as determined by protein microsequencing. The dashed lines indicate the amino acids that were deleted
in the truncated HypB. Plasmids pET-AhypB23 and pET-AhypB8 were constructed through a series of subcloning steps. Appropriate restriction
enzymes (i.e., Dsa I and Pst 1, or Dsa I only) were used to delete the histidine-rich region encoded within the AypB. Two synthesized oligonucleotides
(5'-GCGACGGCAAGGCGTCCATCGAA-3' and 3'-ACGTCGCTGCCGTTCCGCAGGTAGCTTGTGC-5") were used to facilitate the con-
struction of pET-AhypB23. The expected sequence yielded for all constructs was verified by DNA sequencing.

showed a significant level of GTPase activity (Fig. 5A4).
Analysis of the results indicates that HypB has a GTPase
activity with a ks of 0.18 min~1, similar to the E. coli HypB
(kcar of 0.17 min~!) (19), and the calculated K, for GTP was
~7 uM (Fig. 5B). HypB also hydrolyzed dGTP, but not ATP,
CTP, or UTP (data not shown). The k¢, determined by the
colorimetric method (which measures total phosphate) (24)
was in good agreement with the ks (0.18 min~!) determined
by the radioactive assay with [y-32P]JGTP (measuring or-
thophosphate). These results are suggestive that HypB hydro-
lyzes GTP into the products GDP and orthophosphate. Inter-
estingly, we found during our analysis that purified HypB (as
isolated from E. coli) contains a mixture of bound guanine
nucleotides as determined by HPLC (27) with a total stoichi-
ometry of 1:1, relative to the monomer protein (data not
shown).

DISCUSSION

B. japonicum HypB has been successfully overexpressed in E.
coli and purified in a single step by using MCAC. Purified
HypB showed significant GTPase and dGTPase activities. It
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FiG. 4. Expression and SDS/PAGE analysis of two truncated
derivatives of HypB. (4) Samples from strain BL21(DE3) carrying the
plasmid pET-AhypB23 (see Table 1). (B) Samples from strain BL21
(DE3) carrying the plasmid pET-AhypB8 (see Table 1). Lanes: 1,
molecular mass standards (from the top to the bottom: 96, 66, 45, 29,
20, and 14 kDa, respectively); 2, crude extract without IPTG; 3, crude
extract after IPTG induction; 4, supernatant; 5, flow-through from the
Ni2*-charged column; 6-10, elution fractions from the column. The
truncated versions of HypB were expressed in the same way as for
wild-type HypB.

was able to bind 9 Ni?* per monomer and thus 18 Ni?* per
dimer. It also bound other metal ions, such as Zn2*, Cu?*,
Co?*, Cd?*, and Mn?*. To our knowledge, such a high
Ni?*-binding capacity for a protein has not been documented
from any biological source.

Because of the presence of a histidine-rich region (24
histidine residues) clustered at the N terminus of HypB,
purification of HypB was readily achieved by means of a
Ni?*-charged MCAC column. This method is based on the
Ni?*-charged matrix (iminodiacetic acid-agarose), which has a
strong affinity for proteins or peptides with a few contiguous
histidines (28, 29). A similar column (Ni?*-nitrilotriacetic
acid-agarose column) has been used to purify R. leguminosar-
um HypB (20). The fact that in-frame deletion of the histidine-
rich region (including 23 histidine residues) resulted in a
truncated version of B. japonicum HypB that did not bind the
metal-charged column indicates that the clustered histidine
residues within HypB are involved in metal binding. Notably,
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FiG. 5. Kinetics of GTPase activity of HypB. (4) Time course of
GTPase activity of HypB. (B) Lineweaver-Burk plot [reciprocal
velocity v vs. reciprocal substrate (S) concentration] from which Km
and kcar were calculated.
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deletion of 14 amino acids (including 8 histidine residues)
within the histidine-rich region did not affect the binding of the
truncated HypB to the Ni?>*-charged column, indicating that
there are still enough histidine residues available for liganding
Ni?*. Successful purification of HypB by this method without
denaturing the protein also suggests that the histidine residues
within HypB are solvent-exposed for their interaction with
metals.

B. japonicum HypB is capable of binding 9 Ni** per mono-
mer. This is in contrast to the R. leguminosarum HypB (which
binds 3.9 Ni?* per monomer) (20), although R. leguminosarum
HypB has almost the same number of histidine residues near
its N terminus as B. japonicum HypB. The differences in
Ni?*-binding are perhaps due to differences in the number of
histidine residues available for interaction with the metal. In
addition, the UreE protein from Klebsiella aerogenes has a
histidine-rich stretch (10 histidines of 15 amino acid residues)
at the C terminus and has been shown to bind 3 Ni?* per
monomer (6 Ni?* per dimer) (30). E. coli HypB does not bind
Ni2* in solution, probably because of the absence of a histi-
dine-rich region within it (19). Both B. japonicum HypB and
E. coli HypB (19) exist as dimers, whereas R. leguminosarum
HypB seems to form a complex of unknown subunit stoichi-
ometry (20). .

Purified recombinant B. japonicum HypB showed a GTPase
activity with a k., of 0.18 min~! and dGTPase activity, but not
ATPase, CTPase, or UTPase activities, suggesting that the
enzyme is specific for the hydrolysis of GTP. It is likely that the
enzyme (HypB) is not able to discriminate dGTP from GTP,
since their structures are similar. The HypB GTPase activity
is quite low compared with most GTPases and G proteins (26)
but is similar to E. coli HypB (19). Signal transduction type G
proteins are involved in “switch mechanisms” in which various
intracellular and transmembrane signals involved with a great
diversity of biological processes can be amplified or activated
by binding GTP, and these processes are subsequently inacti-
vated by the hydrolysis of GTP to GDP (26). The products of
the hypB genes apparently play roles that are clearly different
from these G proteins. In E. coli, HypB appears to be directly
involved in Ni>* donation to the hydrogenase apoprotein since
the hypB~ mutant accumulated the precursor form of hydro-
genase 3, which was devoid of Ni?* (19, 31). Very recently,
Maier and Bock (1) demonstrated that a mutation in domain
G1 of E. coli HypB caused the strain to synthesize normal
amounts of the mutated HypB (with decreased GTP binding
and hydrolysis) but had no hydrogenase activity. Based on the
characterization of E. coli HypB, it is reasonable to speculate
that B. japonicum HypB together with other products is
involved in some step(s) of Ni?* incorporation into a hydro-
genase or a precursor; GTP hydrolysis may be required for
efficient Ni?* transfer.

The strong metal-binding capacity of B. japonicum HypB
implicates a role for HypB as a metal sponge or sink that may
provide metal ions for subsequent metal-containing enzymes
when needed. It is noteworthy that the products of the hypB
genes from soil bacteria (including B. japonicum, R. legumino-
sarum, Azotobacter vinelandii, Azotobacter chroococcum, and

TMaier, T. & Béck, A., Fourth International Conference on the
Molecular Biology of Hydrogenases, Aug. 14-19, 1994, Noordwij-
kerhout, The Netherlands, pp. 90-91.
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Alcaligenes eutrophus) have clustered multiple histidine resi-
dues, which may bind multiple atoms of divalent metals. Such
proteins may have evolved because of commonly encountered
metal-poor soil conditions.
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