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ABSTRACT: Poly(ethylene terephthalate) polyester represents
the most common class of thermoplastic polymers widely used in
the textile, bottling, and packaging industries. Terephthalic acid
and ethylene glycol, both of petrochemical origin, are polymerized
to yield the polyester. However, an earlier report suggests that
polymerization of methoxyterephthalic acid with ethylene glycol
provides a methoxy-polyester with similar properties. Currently,
there are no established biobased synthetic routes toward the
methoxyterephthalic acid monomer. Here, we show a viable route
to the dicarboxylic acid from various tree species involving three
catalytic steps. We demonstrate that sawdust can be converted to
valuable aryl nitrile intermediates through hydrogenolysis, followed
by an efficient fluorosulfation−catalytic cyanation sequence
(>90%) and then converted to methoxyterephthalic acid by hydrolysis and oxidation. A preliminary polymerization result indicates
a methoxy-polyester with acceptable thermal properties.
KEYWORDS: lignocellulose, lignin valorization, reductive catalytic fractionation, fluorosulfation, palladium-catalyzed cyanation,
terephthalic acid, methoxyterephthalic acid

■ INTRODUCTION
The global dependency on crude oil for the production of
poly(ethylene terephthalate) (PET) plastics and fibers was
estimated to reach 87.2 million metric tons of PET in 2022.1

PET plastics play a major role in the production of beverage
bottles, food packaging, and textiles2,3 because of their highly
desirable properties.4,5 As crude oil is a finite and non-
renewable resource, the continued manufacturing of PET
products will not be compatible with the needs of a rising
global population.6 Furthermore, the end-of-life PET plastic
waste represents a global problem as recycling of this polymer
only occurs to a low degree,7 with the majority ending up in
landfills or incinerated. For example, in the U.S. alone, 57% of
the PET plastic bottles and containers produced in 2018 were
landfilled, while 14% were incinerated, and only 29% were
recycled (see Scheme 1a).8 Gasification and pyrolysis represent
alternative solutions, transforming the waste into smaller
hydrocarbon compounds suitable for heating or as fuels.9

However, common for these solutions and the direct
incineration of plastics, are their ultimate generation of CO2
from crude oil, thus exacerbating global warming. A renewable
and carbon-neutral alternative is to replace crude oil with
biomass as the starting material in PET production.10 Some
solutions already exist as ethylene glycol can be produced from
bio-ethylene via an epoxidation-hydrolysis approach or from

sugars by a two-step pyrolysis-hydrogenation.11 For the other
monomer, terephthalic acid (TA), only less elaborated
biobased routes exist. These are multistep procedures that
commonly rely on sugar fermentation, leading to a range of
small-molecule compounds such as ethylene,12 isoprene,13 iso-
butanol,14 and 2,5-dimethylfurfural.15 Subsequently, these
compounds can be transformed to p-xylene,16 representing
the industrial precursor for TA in the AMOCO process.17

Another fermentation product, trans,trans-muconic acid, is also
a substrate for TA synthesis, namely, via a Diels−Alder
reaction followed by dehydrogenation.18

There is currently a high demand for biobased PET
production, exemplified by the company goals of Coca-Cola
and Virent, diverting toward biobased or recycled PET in the
future.19 Synthetic procedures toward TA also exist, not relying
on sugars as the main feedstock, including via limonene, which
can be extracted from orange peels.20,21 However, a more
desirable resource for TA synthesis is to rely on the
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omnipresent lignocellulose. This natural polymer is the most
abundant renewable carbon resource, being composed of
cellulose, hemicellulose, and lignin.22 While many applications
exist for cellulose, there are only few uses of lignin, even
though it has the potential to be a feedstock of the future for
aromatic compounds.22 The main problem stems from the
traditional pulping techniques that effectively separate the
cellulose from lignocellulose, but in the process delivers a less
reactive lignin polymer byproduct.23 More modern techniques
such as oxidative and reductive catalytic fractionation (OCF
and RCF) are on the contrary able to generate a useful lignin
product stream, which is composed of methoxy-substituted
phenols (see Scheme 1b).23−26 The highest yields are achieved
with RCF, which depolymerizes lignocellulose under catalytic
hydrogenative conditions applying a heterogeneous catalyst
and a polar protic solvent, such as MeOH or H2O.23,25,26

Furthermore, applying hydrogen as a reagent aligns amiably
with modern power-to-hydrogen strategies.27 The RCF
method is believed to become a major industrial process in
the future;25 thus, a synthetic route toward TA from lignin
RCF products could be highly desirable.

Previously, two multistep routes from lignin to TA have
been disclosed by the groups of Zhu and Yan.28,29 In the first,
TA was prepared from vanillic and syringic acid from the
oxidative degradation of lignin. However, these two products
only account for 5 wt % of all of the oxidation products.16

Furthermore, harsh reaction conditions were necessary to
overcome the challenging demethoxylation and carboxylation
steps, which are both conducted at a minimum of 400 °C and a
pressure of 40 bar CO2/H2 using noncommercial catalysts.28

In the subsequent work by Yan et al., a reductive catalytic
fractionation was developed, providing significantly higher
yields of lignin monomer products.29 The challenges of this
multistep protocol also lie in the harsh conditions necessary for
a productive demethoxylation step, operating at 320 °C with a
pressure of 30 bar H2 that results in a 71% yield, while the
remainder consists of undesired side-products.29 Furthermore,

the subsequent triflation of the RCF phenol products suffers
from the use of reactive and expensive triflic anhydride, which
is not compatible with a crude lignin product mixture that may
hold aliphatic alcohol functionalities and water.30

In a patent from 1959, the General Electric Company (GE)
reported the synthesis of polyesters including methoxy
poly(ethylene terephthalate) (MPET) from methoxytereph-
thalic acid (MTA) and ethylene glycol.31 However, these
materials have been largely overshadowed by conventional
PET. This is explained by the conventional and direct
production of TA from crude-oil-derived p-xylene.4,17 With a
future potentially relying on renewable lignocellulose as one
resource for creating polyester materials, the methoxylated
feedstock could represent an advantageous starting point for
preparing a biobased MTA, which could be useful for an
eventual MPET production. Here, we envisage a route from
the methoxy-phenol products of RCF to MTA applying a two-
step fluorosulfation, catalytic cyanation strategy with industri-
ally viable reagents. MTA is then reached from the aryl nitrile
cyanation products by two well-described industrial processes,
after which a polymerization with ethylene glycol is able to
yield MPET (see Scheme 1c).

■ RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
To explore the efficacy of the proposed route for synthesizing
MTA from lignin, we collected lignocellulose samples
(sawdust) from eight different tree species and subjected
them to the reported RCF conditions by Sels and co-
workers,32 which was previously shown to effectively
depolymerize various lignocelluloses via the Ru/C-catalyzed
hydrogenolysis reaction under a hydrogen atmosphere (30
bar) in MeOH at a temperature of 250 °C. The resulting
methoxy-phenol products were obtained in up to 75 mg/g of
sawdust (for maple sawdust, see p. S14 of the SI), which
corresponds to 27 wt % with respect to the lignin weight. This
is acceptable with respect to the results obtained by Sels and
co-workers32 and other main contributors in the RCF field,

Scheme 1. Synthesis and Numbers on PET and a Lignin-Based Route to MTA
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such as Beckham, Romań-Leshkov, and co-workers (regarding
results with Ru/C and various conditions and tree species, 21−
32 wt % monomer yields).33−35 However, it should also be
noted that the monomer yields depend to a great extent on the
specific lignocellulose composition of the wood sample, which

can vary according to the age, growth period, and home
region.36,37 The obtained phenol products were subsequently
converted to aryl nitriles via sequential fluorosulfation and
catalytic cyanation (see Scheme 2a). Sulfuryl fluoride is the
ideal reagent for the activation of the RCF phenol fraction

Scheme 2. Three-Step Route to Aryl Nitriles via Reductive Catalytic Fractionation, Fluorosulfation, and Cyanationa

aFluorosulfation reactions were conducted on a scale of 5−10 mmol in a two-chamber reactor system using ex situ generated sulfuryl fluoride (see
pp. S4−S5 of the SI). The palladium-catalyzed cyanation of aryl fluorosulfates was optimized on a 0.2−0.4 mmol scale (see the full optimization in
Tables S1−S3 in the SI). All of the presented DFT results were calculated at the PBE-D3/Def2-TZVPP//PBE-D3/Def2-SVP level of theory with
SMD (acetonitrile).
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because of its industrial-scale production of 3000 tons/year
and its use for phenol activation while stable toward hydrolysis
(see Scheme 2b).38,39 Recently, related C−O activation
strategies have been reported for lignin phenol monomers in
the context of electrochemical reductive coupling and phenol
deoxygenation.40,41 The specific RCF phenol products, 1 and
2, have not before been subjected to fluorosulfation; however,
gratifyingly, we observed quantitative yields of the correspond-
ing aryl fluorosulfates when the reaction was conducted with ex
situ generated sulfuryl fluoride in a two-chamber reactor
system (see Scheme 2b).42 The selection of K2CO3 instead of
the widely used NEt3 as base for fluorosulfation39,42 does not
only give quantitative yields of the reaction but is also more
viable from an industrial viewpoint, representing a less

expensive and greener option.43−45 Furthermore, the use of a
heterogeneous base facilitates purification through simple
filtration.

The ensuing catalytic cyanation step takes advantage of the
excellent reactivity of aryl fluorosulfates in transition-metal-
catalyzed cross-coupling reactions, being generally viewed as
aryl triflate surrogates.39,42 Initially, we explored the industrial
source of cyanide, HCN, with a two-chamber setup,46 in a
palladium-catalyzed cyanation of aryl fluorosulfates 3 and 4
relying on XPhos as the ligand. Quantitative yields of both aryl
nitriles 5 and 6 were achieved (see Supporting Tables S1 and
S2). As deactivation of palladium catalysts has been reported
from the presence of minute quantities of HCN for the
cyanation of aryl electrophiles,47,48 we were surprised by the

Scheme 3. Scope of the Three-Step Synthesis of Aryl Nitriles Directly from Sawdustsa

aLignin weight percentages were determined by the Klason lignin method and are based on triplicate results (see Supporting Figure S3 and Table
S4). Mass and wt % yields for aryl nitrile products 5 and 6 are given as averages of duplicate reactions and are reported relative to the mass of lignin
(see the Supporting Information pp. S12−S15). SO2F2 was generated ex situ from SDI (1,1′-sulfonylbis(1H-imidazole)) and potassium fluoride in
TFA. The large-scale reaction with noble fir required Pd−XPhos−G4 (6.5 mol %), K2CO3 (3.9 equiv), and KCN (2.0 equiv). See the General
Procedures section pp. S11−S12 of the SI. Qualitative assessment by 1H- and 13C-NMR indicates a high purity of the respective compounds 5 and
6 after purification by flash column chromatography, however with the co-elution of minute amounts of ethyl-substituted aryl nitriles (see the SI
page S12). Purification methods used: Step 1 (filtration through celite, then filtration through silica), Step 2 (filtration through celite), Step 3 (flash
column chromatography); see the General Procedures A and B, pp. S11−S12.

JACS Au pubs.acs.org/jacsau Article

https://doi.org/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092
JACS Au 2023, 3, 1221−1229

1224

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092/suppl_file/au3c00092_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092/suppl_file/au3c00092_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092?fig=sch3&ref=pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092/suppl_file/au3c00092_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092/suppl_file/au3c00092_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092/suppl_file/au3c00092_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092/suppl_file/au3c00092_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092/suppl_file/au3c00092_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092/suppl_file/au3c00092_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092?fig=sch3&ref=pdf
pubs.acs.org/jacsau?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/jacsau.3c00092?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as


efficiency of this protocol, which suggests an unusual stability
for the Pd−XPhos complexes. Subsequently, it was discovered
that both KCN and NaCN in lieu of HCN rendered equally
quantitative transformations (see Scheme 2c and Supporting
Table S3), being more desirable from a safety perspective.
Through optimization, we found that the successful trans-
formation of aryl fluorosulfates 3 and 4 necessitates 0.5−2 mol
% of a Pd−XPhos catalyst generated from the Buchwald G4-
precatalyst49 using industrially viable solvents such as MeCN
and biomass-derived 2-MeTHF.50 Furthermore, for the
previously reported cyanation reactions with aryl fluorosulfates,
lower yields are observed with sterically hindered ortho-
methoxy-substituted substrates.51,52 However, the Pd−XPhos
catalyst employed in this transformation reacts amiably with
even the dimethoxy-substituted substrate, 4 (see Scheme 2c).
Another strong point of this reaction is clearly illustrated by its
ability to tolerate small amounts of water (see Scheme 2c),
which can be detrimental to palladium-catalyzed cyanation
reactions as illustrated by the seminal work from the groups of
Beller, Grushin, and Macgregor.47,48

We postulate that the addition of K2CO3 is crucial to the
reaction, as it serves to deprotonate and remove HCN formed
in situ from the reaction of KCN and water. Trace HCN has
been reported to deactivate palladium catalysts by oxidative
addition, yielding off-cycle H−PdII−CN and eventually
inactive palladium(II) cyanide complexes.47,48 In the presence
of K2CO3, reductive elimination of HCN from the H−PdII−
CN complex becomes favored by an ensuing deprotonation of
the HCN. Furthermore, we were able to support our claim on

the effect of K2CO3 being more than just a dehydration agent
of the solvent mixture, as the same reaction with an equal
amount of the drying agent, Na2SO4 instead of carbonate
resulted in no conversion when conducted in the presence of 5
equiv of H2O (see Scheme 2c). Furthermore, we hypothesize
that the success of 2-MeTHF and MeCN as a solvent mixture
could be due to an ideal solubility of cyanide, which has been
suggested before for the Pd-catalyzed cyanation of aryl
bromides using a similar THF/MeCN solvent mixture.53

A mechanism for the catalytic cyanation reaction is depicted
in Scheme 2d, which follows the generally accepted catalytic
cycle for oxidative addition (MC4−MC5), cyanation (MC5−
MC2), and reductive elimination (MC2−MC3).47,48 Addi-
tionally, it is likely that a solvent-coordinated complex S is
formed after the dissociation of fluorosulfate counterion from
MC5, which is supported by the obtained crystal structure for
S (see Supporting Figure S21). Energies of intermediates and
barriers in the catalytic cycle were determined with DFT
calculations (PBE-D3,SMD, see Supporting Figures S11 and
S13). The calculations identify MC2−MC3 (reductive
elimination) as the rate-limiting step for the reaction with 3
(ΔG‡ = 10.5 kcal mol−1), and MC4−MC5 (oxidative
addition) for 4 (ΔG‡ = 15.4 kcal mol−1). The overall reaction
free energy for the catalytic cyanation with 3 was found to be
−58.7 kcal mol−1 (343.15 K), while for 4 it was −60.1 kcal
mol−1 (343.15 K). To better elucidate the underlining reasons
for the stability of the catalytic system against HCN
deactivation, further DFT studies were undertaken. From the
Pd0-intermediate MC4, oxidative addition of HCN leads to

Scheme 4. Synthesis and Polymerization of MTAa

aExperimental procedure for nitrile hydrolysis (see the SI, pp. S16−S17), oxidation (see the SI, pp. S17−S18), carboxylation (see the SI, p. S17),
and polymerization (see the SI, p. S18). The 2.4 mmol scale hydrolysis of 5 to 7 was conducted with 5 obtained from noble fir, and the following
oxidation step was conducted with the noble fir-derived 7. The MTA used for the polymerization was obtained from a reported procedure.61

Qualitative assessment by 1H- and 13C-NMR analysis of the hydrolysis, oxidation, and carboxylation steps indicate a high purity of the respective
compounds 7 and 8. Purification methods used: hydrolysis step (acid−base wash), oxidation step (decantation with AcOH, H2O, and pentane),
carboxylation step (acid−base wash), polymerization (no purification). The glass-transition temperature was evaluated with differential scanning
calorimetry (DSC), while the decomposition temperature was analyzed with thermogravimetric analysis (TGA) (see the SI, Figures S6 and S7).
The error was measured to be ±1.0 °C for DSC analysis and ±1.7 °C for TGA.
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MC6 of the deactivation pathway. From the calculations, it is
evident that the conversion of MC6−MC7 with HCN is
plausible due to an energy barrier of ΔG‡ = 9.3 kcal mol−1.
However, the reverse reaction (MC7−MC6) has a lower
barrier (ΔG‡ = 7.5 kcal mol−1) and is thus likely to occur as
well. For comparison, we calculated the energies for the same
deactivation mechanism with the Pd−P(tBu)3 system reported
by Grushin and co-workers (see Scheme 2d).53 This system is
known to be effective for the cyanation of aryl bromides with
KCN but requires dry conditions to circumvent HCN
formation from trace water. Our calculations for the Pd−
P(tBu)3 system revealed a higher vulnerability toward the
HCN deactivation pathway as the back reaction from MC7″−
MC6″ has an energy barrier, being twice the height of our
system (ΔG‡ = 15.1 vs ΔG‡ = 7.5 kcal mol−1). Furthermore,
MC7″ is −3.2 kcal mol−1 lower in energy compared to MC6″,
thereby providing a thermodynamic driving force for the
formation of MC7″. Another postulation as to why our
reported system is less susceptible to HCN deactivation is that
the catalyst resting state is likely to resemble the PdII−complex
S or MC5, as deduced by monitoring the progression of the
reaction with time-resolved 31P−NMR spectroscopy (see
Supporting Figure S8).

With the optimized fluorosulfation and cyanation conditions
at hand, we explored the sequential transformation of sawdust
originating from different tree species to the corresponding aryl
nitriles. By qualitative observations made with GCMS, we
assessed that the fluorosulfation step required 3 equiv of
sulfuryl fluoride and K2CO3 each for a full conversion in all
cases. In the case of the cyanation reaction, a slightly higher
catalyst loading of 5 mol % and 3 equiv of K2CO3 were
required for high conversion with all tree species (see Scheme
3), although eventual industrialization of the process would
require a significantly lower catalyst loading. From exploring
the scope of sawdust samples, best yields were obtained with
hardwoods, such as birch, willow, oak, hazel, and maple,
compared to softwood species including spruce, grandis, and
noble fir, which is in line with the general observations made in
earlier studies on RCF.25,32 However, interestingly, with
softwood in contrast to the hardwood samples, the 2-
methoxy-substituted phenol product was exclusively isolated,
being precisely the precursor required for MTA synthesis.31

This product distribution is accounted for by the different
composition of H-, G-, and S-lignin subunits present in
softwoods versus hardwoods.22,23 As such, these observations
obviate eventual separation of nitriles 5 and 6 when relying on
softwoods, and as this tree sort is generally faster growing than
the corresponding hardwoods,54 this could be advantageous
from an industrial viewpoint. A scale-up experiment (10 g) was
also conducted with noble fir sawdust, and we observed an
acceptable 6.1 wt % yield of the aryl nitrile 5, which is,
however, a lower yield in comparison with the small-scale yield
(9.1 wt %) due to not achieving full conversion in the
cyanation step. Instead, if 5 was purified before the cyanation
reaction, we could observe quantitative isolated yields on 2−10
mmol scales with a low catalyst loading of 0.5−2 mol % (see
Table S3 in the SI). With the isolated 2-methoxy-substituted
aryl nitrile from the various sawdust samples studied, the
corresponding carboxylic acid product was finally produced by
an initial hydrolysis with NaOH (Scheme 4a). Subsequently,
the conditions of the AMOCO process17,29 promoted the
synthesis of MTA by oxidation, and the product as a colorless
solid was isolated in high purity as deduced from NMR

spectroscopic analysis. Besides the AMOCO process, there are
many other excellent strategies toward C(sp3)−H oxidation
that have been recently reviewed.55−57 Furthermore, the
research group of Maes also studied the benzylic oxidation
of lignin-derived propylguaiacol and syringol by using Na2S2O8
in order to obtain aryl ketones.58 An alternatively interesting
pathway for reaching MTA involves a carboxylation strategy,
which we showcased from spruce sawdust using a nickel-
catalyzed reductive carboxylation system inspired by the work
of Mei and co-workers.59 Nonetheless, a major limitation to
this strategy is the necessity of a stoichiometric reductant as
exemplified by the need for manganese metal.

Lastly, we attempted a preliminary un-optimized synthesis of
MPET via the depolymerization of MTA with ethylene glycol.
The reaction conditions were inspired from that described in
the patent,31 and they deviate slightly from standard PET
synthesis, in which catalysts such as antimony oxides or
titanium alkoxides are frequently applied.60 MTA was first
reacted with 3 equiv of ethylene glycol at 220 °C for 18 h in a
closed system under an argon atmosphere. The subsequent
polymerization step was conducted under vacuum, heating at
220 °C for 4 h, then at 270 °C for 3.5 h, and finally at 310 °C
for 18 h, to yield MPET as a dark polymer, which was
characterized by infrared spectroscopy (IR), thermogravimetric
analysis (TGA), and differential scanning calorimetry (DSC)
(see Supporting Figures S5−S7). The polymer product
displayed a glass-transition temperature (Tg) of 59 °C and a
decomposition temperature (Td) of 407 °C, indicating
acceptable thermal properties. Future work should include
further optimization of MPET polymerization, while also
expanding the characterization to include mechanical proper-
ties, crystallinity, gas permeability, chemical resistance, and
rheological parameters.

■ CONCLUSIONS
In summary, we have shown the first biobased synthesis of
methoxyterephthalic acid directly from lignocellulose. Our
developed multistep procedure displays high-yielding reaction
steps, such as for fluorosulfation, cyanation, and hydrolysis,
while also a good yield for the final oxidation. The developed
conditions for the palladium-catalyzed cyanation, consisting of
a Pd−XPhos system, display an unusual stability toward
cyanide-mediated deactivation, and investigations on the
mechanism indicate a favorable PdII catalyst resting state and
a thermodynamically unfavored oxidative addition of HCN to
Pd0−XPhos, which are potential reasons for the observed
stability. A preliminary polymerization reaction showed the
possible synthesis of MPET from MTA and ethylene glycol,
and future work should further optimize the polymerization
and also focus on a more in-depth characterization of the
polymer, to evaluate whether it has industrial potential as a
new polyester material.

■ METHODS

General Procedure for Aryl Nitrile Synthesis from
Lignocellulose Samples
Representative Example with Birch Sawdust. To each of the

two duplicate Parr autoclave reactors fitted with Teflon inlays (30 mL
total volume) were added Ru/C (5 wt % Ru, 75 mg), Birch sawdust
(500 mg), and MeOH (10 mL). The reactors were closed, evacuated
five times with H2, and subjected to a H2 pressure of 30 bar at room
temperature. The autoclaves were then stirred at 250 °C for 16 h and
thereafter filtered through celite into a round-bottom flask, rinsed
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with EtOAc, and concentrated in vacuo. EtOAc (25 mL) was added to
the concentrate followed by sonification for 5 min. Pentane (25 mL)
was then introduced, whereafter the mixture was passed through a
short silica dry column (5 cm silica), rinsing with EtOAc/pentane
(1:1, 50 mL) into a cone-shaped flask (100 mL). The concentrate was
used in the subsequent step without further purification. Quantifica-
tion via GC-MS using dodecane as an internal standard was carried
out for the monomer products, 2-methoxy-4-propylphenol 1 (13.9
mg) and 2,6-dimethoxy-4-propylphenol 2 (51.3 mg). This provides a
reaction scale of 0.345 mmol for the subsequent fluorosulfation and
cyanation reaction steps.

To chamber A of a two-chamber reactor (20 mL total volume)
were added K2CO3 (143 mg, 1.03 mmol, 3.0 equiv) and the
concentrate from the prior hydrogenolysis reaction (Step I), which
was transferred with MeCN (4 mL × 1 mL). The chamber was sealed
with a screwcap fitted with a Teflon-coated silicone seal. 1,1′-
Sulfonylbis(1H-imidazole) (205 mg, 1.03 mmol, 3.0 equiv) and KF
(160 mg, 2.76 mmol, 8.0 equiv) were added to chamber B of the two-
chamber reactor. The chamber was sealed with a screwcap fitted with
a pierceable Teflon-coated silicone seal. Trifluoroacetic acid (0.5 mL)
was then added to the closed chamber B via the Teflon-coated
silicone seal and sulfuryl fluoride release was observed within a
minute. The reactor was stirred at room temperature for 16 h, after
which the reaction mixture was passed through celite into a cone-
shaped flask and concentrated in vacuo. Qualitative GC-MS analysis
showed a full conversion of 1 and 2 to aryl fluorosulfates 3 and 4 (see
the SI, Figure S4). The concentrate was used in the subsequent step
without further purification.

In an argon-filled glovebox, Pd−XPhos−G4 (14.8 mg, 0.017 mmol,
5 mol %), K2CO3 (143 mg, 1.03 mmol, 3.0 equiv.), and KCN (33.7
mg, 0.517 mmol, 1.5 equiv) were added to a pressure tube (9 mL total
volume). The concentrate from the prior fluorosulfation reaction
(Step II) was also transferred to the tube with MeCN (2 mL × 1 mL)
and 2-MeTHF (2 mL × 1 mL). The chamber was sealed with a
screwcap fitted with a Teflon-coated silicone seal and stirred at 70 °C
for 16 h. The reaction mixture was then evaporated onto celite and
purified by flash column chromatography to yield aryl nitrile products
5 (13.6 mg, 5.4 wt %) as a colorless liquid (eluted with pentane to
pentane/EtOAc 95:5) and 6 (44.4 mg, 18 wt %) as a colorless
crystalline solid (eluted with Pentane/EtOAc 80:20).

General Procedure for Methoxyterephthalic Acid
Synthesis
2-Methoxy-4-propylbenzonitrile 5 (412 mg, 2.35 mmol (from noble
fir)), EtOH (20 mL), and aq. NaOH (34%, 20 mL) were added to a
pressure tube (120 mL total volume). The tube was sealed with a
screwcap fitted with a Teflon-coated silicone seal and then heated to
100 °C for 16 h. After the reaction, the EtOH was removed in vacuo,
after which EtOAc (100 mL) was added to the concentrate and then
extracted with aq. NaOH (1 M, 2 mL × 50 mL). The combined
aqueous phases were acidified carefully with conc. aq. HCl until pH <
3 and then extracted with EtOAc (3 mL × 100 mL). The organic
phases were combined, dried over Na2SO4, filtered, and concentrated
in vacuo to yield 2-methoxy-4-propylbenzoic acid 7 as an off-white
solid (430 mg, 94%).

A suspension of the obtained 2-methoxy-4-propylbenzoic acid 7
from noble fir (430 mg, 2.21 mmol), Co(OAc)2 (9.8 mg, 0.055 mmol,
2.5 mol %), Mn(OAc)2 (9.6 mg, 0.055 mmol, 2.5 mol %), and KBr
(13 mg, 0.11 mmol, 5.0 mol %) in AcOH (2 mL) was stirred in a vial
and heated gently with a heat gun until homogeneous. The solution
was transferred to a Parr autoclave reactor fitted with a Teflon inlay
(30 mL total volume), rinsed with AcOH (1 mL), which was then
closed, evacuated 10 times with O2 at a pressure of 5 bar, and then
pressurized to an O2 pressure of 10 bar at room temperature. The
reaction was heated to 120 °C for 16 h under slow stirring (100 rpm),
whereafter the reaction mixture was transferred to a round-bottom
flask, in which a colorless precipitate would form over time. The
colorless precipitate was decanted with AcOH (8 mL), H2O (2 mL ×
8 mL), and pentane (8 mL). The precipitate was dried in vacuo to
yield methoxyterephthalic acid 8 as a colorless solid (289 mg, 67%).

General Procedure for Methoxy Poly(ethylene
terephthalate) Synthesis
Methoxyterephthalic acid (obtained from a literature protocol)61

(3.54 g, 18.1 mmol) was stirred in ethylene glycol (3.0 mL, 54 mmol,
3.0 equiv) under Ar in a pressure tube (20 mL total volume) at 220
°C for 18 h, after which the reaction mixture was subjected to vacuum
heating at 220 °C for 4 h, then at 270 °C for 3.5 h, and finally at 310
°C for 18 h. The resulting polymer was isolated without further
manipulation and characterized by IR, TGA, and DSC analyses (see
Figures S5−S7 in the SI).
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